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A flurry of activity characterized the final weeks and days leading up to El Salvador's March 20
general elections, as the country's diverse political forces jockeyed for position ahead of the vote.
In all, nine political parties are running candidates in the presidential, legislative, and municipal
elections. The most recent pre-election voter opinion surveys suggest that no presidential candidate
is likely to receive more than 50% of votes in the first round, thus foreshadowing a presidential
runoff election On the other hand, the governing Nationalist Republican Alliance (Alianza
Republicana Nacionalista, ARENA) party appears likely to lose its majority in the legislature.
Spokespersons for the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) say they hope to win at
least 20 seats in the 84-seat legislature, as well as control over about one-third of the country's 262
municipal governments.
Election-related violence and intimidation continued right up to the last days of the campaign.
The final pre- election rallies of the two leading parties in the elections ARENA and the opposition
Democratic Convergence-FMLN coalition were interrupted by violent disturbances among
supporters from both sides, which reportedly left two people dead and over one hundred injured.
In addition to the violence, a series of electoral "irregularities" have occurred throughout the
campaign, especially concerning registration and election preparations by the official Supreme
Electoral Tribunal (Tribunal Supremo Electoral, TSE).
The CD-FMLN says the irregularities have put them at a distinct disadvantage in the elections.
In fact, CD and FMLN leaders warn that official "misconduct" is still possible on election day,
which could cost the CD-FMLN key votes in some races, especially in the municipal balloting.
Nevertheless, the UN Observer Mission (ONUSAL) contends that conditions do not exist for any
"massive fraud" on election day. Following are some of the most serious irregularities: * The most
controversial issue is a March 8 decision by the TSE to transfer the polling stations from four towns
in the northern department of Chalatenango to the departmental capital. According to the TSE, most
legal residents from the four towns Arcatao, Nueva Trinidad, San Jose Las Flores, and San Isidro
Labrador actually live in the department's capital city of Chalatenango.
TSE director Arturo Zaldivar says the decision was taken on the basis of recommendations made
by the local electoral authorities in the four towns. But the FMLN and several other opposition
parties have vigorously protested the move, arguing that there is no legal basis whatsoever for such
a decision. Since all four towns are located in areas which were controlled by the guerrillas during
the war, the FMLN says the move is a blatant attempt to fraudulently impede victory by FMLN
candidates in the municipal elections there. Local residents from the four towns who will now have
to travel long distances in order to vote have also protested the TSE decision, demanding that they
be allowed to cast their ballots in their home towns. In a March 12 communique, ONUSAL came out
in support of the FMLN's position, calling on the TSE to reverse its "illegal" decision.
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Significant problems persist regarding voter registration. On March 9, ONUSAL chief Augusto
Ramirez Ocampo told reporters that out of the total 2.7 million persons whose names appear on the
voter registration rosters, at least 300,000 will not be able to cast a ballot on election day because
they have been unable to obtain their voter registration cards, which are required as identification
at the polls in order to cast a ballot. According to the FMLN, many of those who registered but never
received their cards are residents of the former conflict zones, including many likely supporters of
FMLN and CD-FMLN candidates.
Throughout the campaign, the FMLN has repeatedly criticized the TSE for making it unnecessarily
difficult for voters to obtain their registration cards. On March 17, FMLN leader Joaquin Villalobos
told reporters that efforts to block potential supporters of the left from voting have taken place in 45
of the country's 262 municipalities.
There have been several reports of army troops intimidating and pressuring voters. For example,
in a March 2 press conference, FMLN candidate for mayor of Santa Ana Arturo Magana said local
residents had complained of a variety of tactics being used by soldiers. "Troops have been going
around warning people that if the FMLN wins the elections, El Salvador will become like Cuba and
Nicaragua," Magana said.
During a March 8 meeting with foreign correspondents, CD-FMLN presidential candidate Ruben
Zamora said there have been significant irregularities in the process of printing ballots for election
day, leading to fears of potential vote fraud at certain polling places. According to Zamora, the TSE
was supposed to print about 9 million ballots for the presidential, legislative, and municipal races.
However, some 600,000 ballots were reportedly "damaged" during the printing process, and had to
be subsequently destroyed. "The supposed destruction of those ballots was done without following
the corresponding legal guidelines and in the absence of political party representatives," said
Zamora. Destruction of the damaged ballots should have been done in the presence of independent
observers, ONUSAL, and representatives of all parties participating in the elections, according to
Zamora.
In a March 7 press conference, FMLN leader and candidate for mayor of San Salvador Shafick
Handal said the former rebels are concerned over plans by the TSE to invite the armed forces to
participate in the ballot tallying. According to Handal, the TSE included the army high command
among the organizations which will be assisting the TSE on election day at the National Reception
Center, the site where all ballot boxes will be brought after the polls close. Participation by the
military is apparently part of a TSE plan to conclude the vote count in the shortest amount of time
possible. The plan includes the release of provisional election results just a few hours after the
polls close, based on a representative national sample of results from 44 municipalities. In order to
meet these goals, the TSE says it will rely on military helicopters to quickly transport ballot boxes
from remote parts of the country to the National Reception Center in San Salvador. The FMLN,
however, has rejected any participation by the military in the electoral process as a violation of the
constitution and the electoral law.
Still, opportunities for fraud in the actual process of ballot casting and counting will be discouraged
to some degree by the massive presence of foreign electoral observers. In all, some 4,000 observers
from dozens of countries around the globe are expected to participate. About 900 of these are part of
the ONUSAL contingent, while the remainder represent foreign governments, political parties, nongovernmental organizations, and humanitarian groups.
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On election day, ONUSAL plans to have up to three observers present at each of the country's
355 polling stations. About 500 observers from the US will be participating, including a delegation
consisting of four Democrats from the House of Representatives, Dan Hamburg and Xavier Becerra,
from California; Nydia Velazquez, from New York; and Luis Gutierrez, from Illinois. In addition
to concerns over possible fraud, there is some fear of violent incidents disrupting the balloting. In
order to prevent such incidents, some 4,000 members of the National Civil Police (Policia Nacional
Civil, PNC) will participate in a special security program on election day. In those parts of the
country where the PNC has not yet been deployed, security will be handled by the National Police.
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